I discovered that the American Red Cross in New York City had set up a Missing Persons Hotline. It was created for the family and friends of victims to register and locate a missing person. Because of the sensitive nature of these calls, the hotline was primarily staffed by mental health specialists. I sat at a table manned by social workers and psychologists and began responding to a variety of needs raised during the calls. All of my clinical experience with listening, validating feelings, conducting needs assessments, offering appropriate referrals, and determining the severity of psychological distress were necessary to meet the task at hand.
Many families described feeling exhausted by the search for a loved one at every hospital in New York and New Jersey. Others had noticed a loved one's name on an Internet list of hospitalized patients, only to be disappointed by visiting the hospital and learning that there was a data error and the loved one was never treated at the hospital. Still other family members visited the morgue with photographs of their loved one. All family members and friends were looking for an answer. They needed closure, yet at the same time they feared the worst.
Every caller had different circumstances, relationships, and personal histories, yet all were in pain and all suffered through the angst of limbo and managing unknowns. Each call needed an empathetic ear that allowed discussion without judgment or directives. I learned that there is no "fixing" on a crisis hotline. Rather, what is needed is support and encouragement for going on, for coping, and for surviving.
Many individuals inadvertently called the hotline with issues unrelated to missing persons. For example, one woman called on behalf of her husband, whose truck was destroyed in the collapse of the building. He needed his truck for work, and she was concerned about his lost income and the possibility of being evicted from their apartment. There were families dislocated from their apartments near the World Trade Center and needed to know where they could seek shelter and care for their pets. There were also calls that truly demonstrated the magnificence of the human spirit. Individuals offered their homes to strangers who may have been stranded at airports, and one midwesterner offered to donate trucks to the relief effort and simply wanted to know the street address for parking.
At the end of my two shifts, it was difficult to leave the American Red Cross office. I wanted to stay on the phone. I no longer felt helpless. 
